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accept no other decision, and were convinced themselves
that no other decision was possible. They were scarcely
less emphatic than their Conservative opponents that
complete collaboration with Great Britain was then the
major responsibility of Canada.
In a federal state it is inevitable that an ever recurrent
theme of party debate should be that of centralization
versus decentralization, or the claims of the Dominion
versus those of the provinces. For some decades after 1867
the Liberals championed provincial rights, while the Con-
servatives under Sir John A. Macdonald leaned to a centralist
policy which threatened to reduce provincial governments
to the status of little more than dependent and minor agents.
This issue of partisan cleavage arose from the circumstance
that Macdonald was in power during most of the first
quarter century of the Dominion (on his death in 1891 he
had held federal office for nineteen years) y and in his cen-
tralizing policies was opposed by the Prime Minister of
Ontario, Sir Oliver Mowat, a Liberal who championed what
in the United States would be called state rights. By
successful actions in the courts over many years Mowat
blocked legislative measures initiated by Macdonald, and
gave to Liberalism the doctrine of provincial rights, which
Blake and Laurier in Dominion politics were zealous to
uphold. Laurier was specially eager to defend the claims
of the, provinces because thereby he could readily obtain
the support of his French compatriots, who looked upon
provincial autonomy as the chief bulwark of their distinct
culture. He came to power in 1896 in the championship of
this cause, and after 1896 he and the Liberals specially
demonstrated their attachment to provincial rights by
refusing to disallow provincial acts except under extra-
ordinary circumstances.
Since the turn of the century the two parties have been
less clearly and consistently divided on the issues of federal-
ism. * The Liberals perhaps still remain more partial to
provincial autonomy, mainly because of their strong French
corps and their continued anxiety to retain French support.
But the very weakness of the Conservatives in Quebec,